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About the Book

A naïve young woman at the mercy of her ambitious family.

At just nineteen, Katheryn Howard is quick to trust and fall in love.

She comes to court. She sings, she dances. She captures the heart of the King.

Henry declares she is his rose without a thorn. But Katheryn has a past of which he knows nothing. It comes back increasingly to haunt her. For those who share her secrets are waiting in the shadows, whispering words of love . . . and blackmail.

Katheryn Howard.
The fifth of Henry’s queens.
Her story.

Acclaimed, bestselling historian Alison Weir draws on extensive research to recount one of the most tragic tales in English history – that of a lively, sweet but neglected girl, used by powerful men for their own gain.

History tells us she died too soon.
This mesmerising novel brings her to life.







Praise

Praise for Katheryn Howard: The Tainted Queen

‘Katheryn emerges from the pages of this beautifully realised portrayal as beguiling, vivacious and, in the end, tragically naive. Her story, as a young woman who fell prey to the ruthless scheming of the men around her still resonates today, and Alison Weir tells it with characteristic verve and stunning period detail. This novel will captivate you and break your heart. Utterly sublime’ Tracy Borman

‘The novel conveys the heart-rending pathos of a young woman executed, whose only real crime was her naïveté and her desire to be loved. Weir demonstrates her deep knowledge of the period offering fascinating detail on all aspects of Tudor life . . . It is a profoundly moving story that lingers long after the last page is turned’ Elizabeth Freemantle

‘Alison Weir has once again triumphed in her fifth book about the wives of Henry VIII, Katheryn Howard, the Tainted Queen. What could Alison have written to make such a short, childless marriage with such a young girl so compelling? Alison’s sensitively drawn novel – as always sticking as close as possible to the facts – will change everyone’s preconceptions . . . I heartily recommend Katheryn Howard to read cover to cover. Do not omit Alison’s astonishing true revelations in her afterword’ Susan Ronald

Praise for Anna of Kleve: Queen of Secrets

‘There is an Anne of Cleves we all think we know – the dumpy fourth wife so uninspiring that Henry VIII couldn’t even consummate their marriage. Alison Weir gives us a radically different “Anna of Kleve” – one who is definitely hiding some secrets under her thick, unbecoming German gown. It takes a writer of Weir’s skill to make us believe her fantasia on the established story. But more importantly, it takes a historian of Weir’s experience – her familiarity with the sources, and the period detail – to use this compelling fiction to cast a revealing fresh light on the real historical figure’ Sarah Gristwood

‘In this vivid and beautifully crafted portrayal, Alison Weir transforms Henry VIII’s much-maligned fourth wife into a woman of passion, courage and mystery. Utterly gripping and endlessly surprising, this novel captivates from the first page to the last. It is like meeting Anna of Kleve for the very first time. A masterpiece’ Tracy Borman

‘A rounded, interesting portrait of the one who outlived the other wives’ The Times

‘An outstanding novel, the most intriguing so far in Weir’s “Six Queens” series . . . Anna is a survivor . . . Weir tells her story with passion, a strong emotional pulse and an excellent knowledge base’ Historical Novel Review

‘The author is a master storyteller and creates a fascinating tale of love in all its guises’ Sun

‘Anna of Kleve comes alive on the page in surprising and mysterious ways that only an author of Weir’s superb finesse can achieve . . . Weir has put quite a twist to her tale that I utterly buy into and applaud’ Susan Ronald

Praise for Jane Seymour: The Haunted Queen

‘Gripping and utterly compelling . . . Henry VIII’s third and – allegedly – best-loved wife is brought vividly to life . . . Not to be missed’ Tracy Borman

‘Written with the verve of fiction and the authority of history, this is a Jane who is neither a puppet, a pious victim nor a po-faced schemer, but a living, breathing woman, launched on her own emotional journey. Meticulous research is magically transformed into a riveting narrative which takes us into the places non-fiction history cannot reach. It’s what Alison Weir does better than anybody – and what historical fiction was created to do’ Sarah Gristwood

‘Deft, authoritative biographical fiction’ Kirkus Reviews

‘This brilliant book is a bombshell! Jane Seymour the shy mouse type? Think again! . . . She is vibrant, determined and she sets the King’s court on fire . . . A magnificent novel – you’ll never forget her!’ Kate Williams

‘Combining her authority as a historian with her skill as a novelist, in telling Jane Seymour’s story Alison has once again brought the past enthralling to life, as only she can. The Haunted Queen is another classic – in the great tradition of historical fiction’ Josephine Ross

‘Vivid characters and a wonderful sense of time and place combine with the story of a gentle, kind heroine who I really cared about, the more so because she was so cruelly robbed of her life at the moment of her greatest happiness’ Barbara Erskine

‘Weir does an excellent job of bringing the pages of history to life; creating living, breathing characters with flaws and weaknesses like our own’ Bookbag

Praise for Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession

‘Alison Weir’s wonderfully detailed novel offers a spellbinding solution to the mystery of Anne’s true nature . . . Enthralling’ Sarah Gristwood

‘Weir’s Boleyn is a highly intelligent idealist, who becomes the tragic victim of her own ambition . . . The novel is a triumph of fine detail and research and offers a complex depiction of an endlessly fascinating woman’ Elizabeth Fremantle

‘This is Anne Boleyn as you have never seen her before. I could not put it down’ Tracy Borman

‘Alison Weir has brought English history’s most famous “other woman” compellingly to life. The story of Anne Boleyn’s rise from accomplished court lady to Henry VIII’s second queen is vividly told and the terror of her final days will haunt the reader. A must for all lovers of historical fiction’ Linda Porter

‘Alison Weir is the doyen of Tudor fiction and non-fiction . . . With Alison’s light touch, [Anne Boleyn: A King’s Obsession] is fiction that reads as fact, and leaves us breathless, hoping . . . then of course we recognise that we are not reading pure fiction after all, but a finely woven tapestry of fictional biography that stays with us long after we close the book at the final line. It is simply a masterpiece’ Susan Ronald

‘Weir’s outstanding and sound historical research shines through, shedding new light on England’s most controversial queen. Weir provides page after page of utterly compelling detail, keeping the reader hooked from start to finish. This book is not only a world apart from any other novel on Anne Boleyn, it is also an exquisite work of literary art’ Nicola Tallis

Praise for Katherine of Aragon: The True Queen

‘Weir is excellent on the little details that bring a world to life’ Guardian

‘Brilliantly rich’ Heat

‘Alison Weir brings Henry VIII’s first queen to life, revealing strong, spirited and intelligent woman fighting for her rights and those of her daughter’ Choice magazine

‘A tender understanding of and genuine sympathy for this proud, much-loved and honourable queen . . . I was gripped [from] start to finish’ Mavis Cheek

‘Yet again, Alison Weir has managed to intertwine profound historical knowledge with huge emotional intelligence, to compose a work that throws light on an endlessly fascinating historical figure. Yet her real gift in all of this is making it feels so fresh and alive’ Charles Spencer
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To our lovely neighbours, with thanks for so many good times:
Shelley, Burnell, Caroline and David.







Thus, as I sat, the tears within my eyen,
Of her the wreck whiles I did debate,
Before my face me thought I saw this Queen,
No whit as I her left, God wot, of late
But all bewept, in black and poor estate,
Which prayed me that I would ne forget
The fall of her within my book to set.

George Cavendish, Metrical Visions







Part One

‘Flourishing in youth with beauty fresh and pure’







Chapter 1

1528

Katheryn was seven when her mother died. She would never forget being led by her nurse into the dim, musty bedchamber where Father was kneeling beside the bed, his head in his hands and his shoulders heaving, and the chaplain was saying prayers. It was shocking having to kiss the cold forehead of the still figure lying in the bed, which looked so unlike the mother she knew.

Why had she died? She had been up and about only yesterday. Yet she had heard her mother screaming in the night, and somehow knew that the little stranger lying in the next room had something to do with it.

‘You must be brave,’ her half-sister Isabel murmured. ‘Our lady mother is now in Heaven, watching over you.’ It was hard to understand that when Mother was clearly lying here.

When Katheryn started wailing, Isabel took her hand and led her out.

‘Hush, sweeting,’ she said, sounding choked herself. ‘Let us go and see our new sister.’

Katheryn stared down at the snuffling infant lying in the cradle. Mary had plump pink cheeks and a pouting mouth. She was tightly swaddled and wore a close-fitsng bonnet. It would be ages before she was old enough to play with Katheryn.

‘You must be a mother to her now,’ Isabel said. Katheryn wasn’t sure about that. Babies held little appeal for her; they didn’t do anything. She would far rather be romping with her brothers, Charles, Henry and George, even though they were much older and did not always want to be encumbered by a needy little girl.

She had even older brothers and sisters too, Mother’s children by her first husband. In the days after Mother died, they came down from Stockwell to pay their respects, headed by John Leigh, Katheryn’s eldest half-brother, whom she adored. All the Leighs doted on her, especially Isabel. Isabel was lovely: tall, very fair and still pretty, even though she was thirty-two, which seemed ancient. She was being very kind to Katheryn and had offered to stay on to help Father. It was a mercy that Isabel had been at Lady Hall when Mother died, for Father had now disappeared behind his chamber door, being too sunk in his own grief to heed his children’s misery. It was Isabel who clutched Katheryn to her flat velvet bosom, dried her tears and came hastening when she woke screaming from a nightmare. Isabel had come to help with the new baby. Katheryn thought Isabel should have babies of her own, since she loved them so much, but Isabel was not yet married.

Katheryn was not now interested in practicalities. All she knew was that Mother was gone and that her world had been shattered. She understood what death was, for the household chaplain had explained that it was like going to sleep, although you never woke up because you had gone to Heaven to be with God, and that was something to rejoice over. But no one seemed to be rejoicing at all, and Katheryn thought that God was very selfish, taking her mother away when she loved her so much.

There came the day when Katheryn was kneeling on the floor of the hall, playing shovelboard with Isabel as her nurse looked on, and Father summoned her to his private closet with its dark panelled walls. To the child, Lord Edmund looked wild-eyed and haggard in the candlelight.

‘Come here, Kitty,’ he said. It was his pet name for her. ‘I have something for you.’ He held out his hand and there in his palm lay a glittering ruby ring. ‘Your mother left it to you,’ he went on. ‘She wanted you to have it. You must take great care of it.’

Katheryn picked it up, gazing at it in wonderment. She had never owned such a beautiful object; indeed, she owned barely anything at all, save for her clothes and a few playthings. They were poor; she had grown up knowing it, just as it had been drummed into her that, despite their poverty, she was a Howard and a member of one of the greatest and most noble families in England. The Duke of Norfolk himself was her uncle.

The ring gleamed at her, then its image blurred as tears welled at the memory of her mother wearing it. She would treasure it; it was all she had left of her.

‘Give it to Isabel to keep safely for you until you are older,’ Father said. ‘You will be going away soon; this house is no place for children.’

‘Going away? Where, Father?’ Katheryn asked, alarmed. She did not want to leave Lady Hall.

‘Your Aunt Margaret Cotton has gladly agreed to take you. Your brothers will go to the Duke to be trained for knighthood, and Mary will live with her wet nurse in the village. You will leave for Oxon Hoath on Monday.’ Monday was just three days hence.

The tears spilled over. ‘Are you coming too?’ Katheryn whispered.

Lord Edmund laid his hand on her head and sighed. ‘No, Kitty. Isabel will go with you. I have to stay here and attend to my affairs. God only knows what the future holds, for there is no money left. Be grateful that your aunt is a woman of true Christian charity and is willing to look after you.’

Katheryn did not think she had ever met Aunt Margaret Cotton, and did not wish to do so now. ‘I want to stay here with you,’ she said.

‘Alas, Kitty, I am not fitted to rearing children,’ Father said. ‘It is better you grow up in comfort than starve with me.’

‘Are you going to starve?’ Katheryn asked.

‘Well, probably not,’ her father said. ‘But I cannot give you the life you deserve, and Aunt Margaret can.’

Katheryn cried again at that. She had not dreamed that losing Mother would mean losing Father as well. He had never loomed large in her life, yet he was part of that familiar world that was now crumbling. He patted her head again and called for Isabel. It was she who comforted the child, shaking her head in sorrow at the nurse.

Katheryn sat in the litter, wrapped in blankets against the November chill, with Isabel beside her. She was sunk in misery as she watched her father waving farewell and Lady Hall vanishing in the distance, and craned her head through the window for a last glimpse of it, until Isabel told her to sit back and pulled down the blind.

‘It’s freezing, sweeting,’ she said.

Katheryn sat there trying to remember her mother’s face. It was horrible knowing that she would never see it again. She might never again play with her boisterous brothers in the field that lay between Lady Hall and the church at Moreton. Her head was full of memories: the Christmas gatherings at Lambeth, receiving a cloth doll made by Mother at New Year, getting her brothers to carry her pig-a-back and Father reprimanding them for being too rough with her, and her nurse grumbling because there was no money for new clothes. But her most cherished memories were those of her mother. Mother sewing by the fire, or making cordial in the still room, Mother teaching her how to make daisy chains, Mother kissing her good night, her gentle hand stroking her hair. Tears welled.

‘You’ve not met your Culpeper kinsfolk, have you, sweeting?’ Isabel said. ‘They are my family too. Our mother was a Culpeper before she married. Aunt Margaret is her sister. You will come to love her, I am sure.’

They jolted through Epping Forest, passing through the villages of Chipping Ongar and Kelvedon Hatch. Presently, Katheryn fell asleep, and only woke up when Isabel shook her shoulder at Tilbury. Here they were to catch the ferry across the Thames to Gravesend. Down by the jetty there was a man selling hot pies, and Isabel bought three, one each for her and Katheryn and one for the groom, and some hot spiced ale.

It was a short journey by boat to the Kent coast. Isabel folded Katheryn in her cloak as they stood on deck and watched Gravesend looming near.

‘Is it far to Oxon Hoath?’ Katheryn asked as the vessel rocked on the tide.

‘About sixteen miles. We’ll break our journey and stay overnight at Meopham. That’s about five miles from Gravesend.’

But they found nowhere suitable to stay at Meopham and had to ride on a further six miles until they arrived, exhausted, at the Bull Inn at Wrotham, which looked inviting. Isabel paid for a private chamber and asked for food to be brought up to them. They had the daily ordinary, a bowl of rich beef stew and slices of apple pie. Then Isabel put Katheryn to bed and sat sewing in a chair by the fire. It all seemed so strange, after the known and the familiar, and Katheryn started crying into her pillow. Instantly, Isabel was there, holding her in her arms.

‘I know, I know, sweeting. She was my mother too and I miss her dreadfully.’ Clutching each other, they wept together until Katheryn fell asleep.

Aunt Margaret Cotton was waiting for them at the door of a big old house with uneven walls and stout timbers. She was a plump matron in her forties with ruddy cheeks and a brisk manner, but Katheryn could see warmth and sympathy in her eyes.

‘Oh, the poor mite!’ she pronounced. ‘I’m glad you brought her to me, Isabel.’

‘So am I, dear aunt,’ said Isabel, and the women embraced each other.

‘William!’ Aunt Margaret called, and a kindly-looking man appeared. He greeted Isabel with a kiss and patted Katheryn’s head.

‘You’re a pretty little thing,’ he told her. ‘I hope we’re going to be friends.’ Katheryn ventured a tentative smile.

‘Come in the warm, child,’ Aunt Margaret instructed. ‘Let’s get some decent food into you.’ In the hall, she stood back and appraised Katheryn. ‘I can see you’re my sister Joyce’s child; you look just like her, dear, apart from your hair. That auburn hair comes from the Howards. Joyce was fair, like me.’ She dabbed her eyes with a kerchief. ‘I can’t believe she’s gone. I hope he had her buried decently!’

Katheryn saw Isabel frown at Aunt Margaret. ‘Of course he did,’ she said. ‘She’s at Lambeth, in the Howard chapel.’

That seemed to satisfy Aunt Margaret. ‘Now, Katheryn,’ she said, ‘you shall meet your cousins.’ She led them into a parlour where four children in her very image were sitting at a table. They all rose and bowed or curtseyed as their mother introduced them. ‘This is Thomas; he’s eight, and John, who is seven. Joan’s our eldest; she’s fourteen, and Anne is twelve. Joan and Anne are both to be wed soon. We shall miss them when they leave the manor.’

The children all seemed friendly. Thomas was a mite shy at first, but Katheryn thought he might be interesting and kind when you got to know him, whereas John had a mischievous look about him, and would not sit still, to his parents’ exasperation. The girls were sweet things and made much of Katheryn, who was eager to point out that she had brothers too and loved to play games with them.

‘Do you play catch and ninepins?’ John asked.

‘I can play anything!’ Katheryn boasted.

‘So can I!’ he countered.

The adults left them to it and went off to unpack Katheryn’s things. Anne suggested a game of hide-and-seek and pulled Katheryn along with her to show her the many hiding places the old house afforded.

‘It’s an ancient place,’ she told her. ‘It’s two hundred years old!’

There were lots of corners and crannies within the numerous stairs and chambers, and cupboards and closets galore; soon Katheryn was racing about and shrieking with the rest. By the time they were called to dinner in the parlour, she was feeling a lot happier.

Within a week, she felt quite at home at Oxon Hoath, where everyone was so kind to her. She could see in Aunt Margaret comforting resemblances to her mother, and Uncle William was a very merry fellow who had an endless store of jokes. There was a litter of kittens in the barn, and a host of dogs about the place. Above all, she was struck by how well the Cottons lived, what good food they had, and their fine clothes. She had never known such plenty at Lady Hall or at her father’s town house in Lambeth. She felt drawn into the bosom of the Cotton family, who treated her as one of their own. Only at night did she weep for her mother.

The young Cottons enjoyed a lot of freedom and the run of the house and its surrounds. It stood in the middle of a great deer park and had been in the Culpeper family for generations. There were lots of Culpeper relations living nearby, at places called Bedgebury, Wakehurst and Preston Hall, many of whom came visiting while Katheryn was at Oxon Hoath. Later, she learned that her grandfather had been the last of his particular line, and that his estates had been divided between his two daughters, her mother Joyce and Aunt Margaret. How different life might have been if Mother had inherited Oxon Hoath!

One day, as Margaret and Isabel were overseeing the boiling of plum puddings for Christmas, Katheryn was sitting under the kitchen table, playing with a kitten and listening to her elders conversing. Much of what they said went over her head, but her ears pricked up at one point.

‘You did better for yourself than Mother,’ Isabel said. ‘She married the son of a duke, but you’ve had the happier life.’

‘Aye,’ Aunt Margaret agreed. ‘I still have the house and much of the property left me by your grandfather. Edmund squandered all Joyce’s inheritance on his extravagances and gambled the rest away at cards. Now there is nothing left but what the Howards have given him. I daresay he’d wager the very roof over his head if he thought it could bring him a fortune. And him an educated man, who has learned Latin, French and logic and God knows what else. He ought to know better!’

‘It cannot be easy being a younger son with no inheritance to look for,’ Isabel said, ever the pacifist. ‘Edmund is one of nine, you know.’

‘All the more reason not to be such a spendthrift with Joyce’s money!’ Aunt Margaret retorted. ‘He told me last Christmas that he’s deeply in debt. I didn’t sympathise, for he had only himself to blame. Those poor children have nothing; the girls will have no marriage portions. What is to become of them, I don’t know! Think how well your father provided for you and your brothers and sisters. I know you haven’t been found a suitable husband yet, but the dowry is there. It gets my goat, how those Howards are so stuck-up and high-and-mighty, and yet so wanting where it matters. We Culpepers are descended from King Edward the First too, you know!’

Katheryn was surprised to hear the glorious Howards, and her father, spoken of so unkindly. Clearly her aunt had got it wrong. Father had always been nice, if distant, although he was prone to disappearing mysteriously for weeks on end and people often seemed to get angry with him. Perhaps, when he was away, he was playing cards. Katheryn had not known there was anything wrong with playing cards, or that she did not have a marriage portion, whatever that was. She was more worried about her finger, which the kitten, fed up with being pulled about and bedecked with ribbons, had just scratched. She crawled out from under the table with the protesting animal in her arms.

‘Mercy me!’ exclaimed Aunt Margaret, and Isabel said something about little pitchers.

‘My finger hurts,’ said Katheryn, holding it up. Isabel fetched a damp cloth and dabbed at it. ‘It’s nothing,’ she said, smiling. ‘Be brave.’

‘Culpeper’s a funny name,’ Katheryn observed.

‘I’m told our ancestors were spice merchants,’ Aunt Margaret said. ‘They were called pepperers.’ Katheryn giggled. She had forgotten about what she had just heard. But that night, lying in her comfortable feather bed in the beamed chamber she shared with Isabel, she remembered and was glad that she didn’t have to be poor any more. Father had been right. Coming to Aunt Margaret’s was the best thing that could have happened to her.

Of all the Culpeper relations who came to stay, Katheryn liked her distant cousin Tom best. He was one of the Bedgebury Culpepers, the senior branch of the family. He came that winter with his parents and six siblings. At eighteen, Tom was eleven years older than Katheryn, but so debonair with his dark good looks, and so kind to a motherless little girl. He took the time to sit with her and admire the kittens, winning her heart completely.

‘We have lots of animals at Bedgebury,’ he told her.

‘I wish I could see them,’ she said.

‘I hope you will visit us soon,’ he smiled. ‘Alas, I am hardly ever there. I serve the King and am mostly at court.’

Katheryn’s eyes widened. The King had been a constant, dominating, unseen presence at Lambeth and Lady Hall, for Father had often spoken of him, wishing he could do something to earn his favour and, more often than not, complaining that he hadn’t. The King was powerful. He ruled everyone in the land. To Katheryn, he was a vague and distant figure, mighty and menacing.

‘What’s the King like?’ she asked.

‘He is very kind to me, sweeting, and treats me well.’

‘Are you scared of him?’

Tom chuckled. ‘No. He is a good fellow, and a considerate master.’

Katheryn frowned. This didn’t sound like the King of whom her father had sometimes spoken. That King was mean and nasty.

‘I know his Grace well,’ Tom told her. ‘I’ve been at court since I was a child. I was his page at first; now I am a groom of his Privy Chamber, and I hope to rise further in time.’

‘Can I come and see you at court?’ Katheryn asked.

‘Oh, no, sweeting. The Privy Chamber is no place for fair young maids like you,’ Tom said, giving her a hug. ‘When I am next home, I will ask Cousin Margaret to bring you to Bedgebury.’

Katheryn thrilled at the prospect. She did so like Tom. She felt very lucky to have all these kind Culpeper relations.







Chapter 2

1529

In February, Katheryn’s eighth birthday was celebrated with a gathering of Culpeper children, and she received, to her delight, a set of skittles from Aunt Margaret and Uncle William, and a beautiful pink dress from Isabel, in which she felt like a queen in a fable. There was nothing from Father, but, with such riches, Katheryn didn’t mind.

A week later, Aunt Margaret dished out Katheryn’s dinner and placed the plate before her. ‘I have some news for you, child,’ she said. ‘Your father has taken another wife. You have a new mother.’

Everyone else at table remained silent, and Katheryn sensed that they did not approve of this. An alarming thought occurred to her. ‘Do I have to go home?’

‘I should hope not,’ Aunt Margaret retorted. ‘This is your home now.’

It was good news, although Katheryn wondered if it meant that Father no longer wanted her to live with him, even if she did have a stepmother who could look after her now. It didn’t trouble her greatly, for she much preferred being at Oxon Hoath.

Father visited in the spring, bringing his bride. He kissed Katheryn, marvelled at how much she had grown, and thanked Aunt Margaret for her good care of her. Katheryn found herself looking at him with new eyes, after having heard about his failings, and it worried her that he seemed somehow diminished and no longer the father she had known and revered. Yet she did not fail in her courtesy to him.

The new Lady Edmund was a tall brunette called Dorothy, very talkative in a whimsical way.

‘You know, my child, you are as beautiful as Helen of Troy,’ she said to Katheryn. No one had ever said that Katheryn was beautiful before, and she had no idea who Helen of Troy was. Perplexed, but pleased, she just smiled at her new stepmother.

‘I am sure we will get on very well,’ that lady said.

Dorothy had been a widow, Father told them over dinner, and had been left comfortably off, so he trusted his financial problems would soon be resolved. He had rented out Lady Hall, and they were on their way to Hampshire, where Dorothy owned an estate called Place House.

‘My dear wife tells me it’s a pretty part of the world,’ he said, squeezing Dorothy’s hand. For an awful moment, Katheryn was worried that he would say she must go with them, but he did not, to her relief. Instead, he was intent on regaling his bride and everyone else with stories of his past exploits.

‘Dorothy doesn’t know that I organised the jousts for the King’s coronation,’ he boasted. ‘And, my dear, I took part in those held at Westminster to celebrate the birth of Prince Henry, God rest his soul.’ He crossed himself. ‘I was Marshal of the Horse at the Battle of Flodden, where my father won a great victory over the Scots. I too distinguished myself, and he knighted me on the field. It was after that that the King restored my father to the dukedom of Norfolk.’

Dorothy was smiling admiringly at him, but Katheryn – and probably everyone else – had heard all this before. She was growing bored and her cousins were fidgeting. But Father was in full flight. ‘I went to France in the train of the Princess Mary when she married King Louis. King Henry himself gave me silks and cloth of gold to wear when I attended him at the Field of the Cloth of Gold, and I was one of the challengers in the tournaments.’

‘What an interesting life you have led, husband,’ Dorothy said.

‘I have had my moments,’ he observed, beaming at her.

‘How are the children?’ Aunt Margaret enquired.

Father smiled. ‘The boys are doing well in their knightly training under the Duke’s sergeant-at-arms. Mary is still living with her wet nurse near Lady Hall.’

‘Have you any news of the King, my lord?’ Uncle William asked.

Edmund frowned. ‘The legatine court has been revoked to Rome, on the Queen’s plea. His Majesty is not pleased, as you can imagine.’

Katheryn had no idea what he was talking about. ‘What’s a legatine court?’ she whispered to Thomas, who was sitting next to her.

Father heard her and spoke before Thomas could reply. ‘It’s a special court set up to decide whether the King is truly married to Queen Katherine.’

‘He wants to marry someone else,’ Thomas said. Katheryn was shocked. She had been named for Queen Katherine, who was kind and good and charitable, and loved by everyone.

‘Thomas!’ reproved his mother. ‘That’s enough!’

‘But it’s true,’ Father said. ‘It’s no secret that he means to wed my niece Anne Boleyn.’ Katheryn had heard that name mentioned before, several times, in the past year, but had not taken much notice. ‘If he does, we Howards will be riding high. My niece thinks very well of me.’

‘Some of us would prefer it if the King cleaved to his lawful wife!’ Aunt Margaret said tartly.

‘But she is too old to give him a son to succeed him,’ Dorothy ventured.

Aunt Margaret bridled. ‘They have a daughter. If I am capable of administering my estates, there is no reason why the Princess Mary should not rule England.’ Dorothy subsided, looking embarrassed.

She and Father left soon after dinner, saying they must be at Tonbridge by nightfall. Father gave Katheryn his blessing as she knelt before him and bade her be a good girl.

‘I hope to see you before too long,’ he said, as he mounted his horse. Waving his hand in a final farewell to his hosts, he rode off, with Dorothy sitting side-saddle on her palfrey beside him.

When they returned indoors, Katheryn saw Aunt Margaret shaking her head at Uncle William. ‘He’s the most incorrigible rogue I’ve ever known,’ her aunt declared. Katheryn followed them through to the parlour, where she sat on the floor playing skittles with Thomas and John, while her elders sat around the hearth. She listened as they chatted, for they were talking about her father. It was as if they thought she couldn’t hear or understand them.

‘All that bragging!’ Aunt Margaret exclaimed in a low voice that, unfortunately, carried.

‘I thought he would never stop,’ Anne said.

‘It’s amazing how he sees himself,’ her mother went on. ‘At Flodden, his contingent was the only one to be defeated. He didn’t mention that! And he managed to lose their baggage.’

‘It’s easy to see why he gets no preferment,’ Uncle William added. ‘He fell foul of Cardinal Wolsey, do you remember? And the King!’

‘Yes,’ said Aunt Margaret. ‘I’ve not forgotten how he undermined the good rule of justice in Surrey when he was Justice of the Peace – and got hauled before the Court of Star Chamber.’

‘And then, to show that he did take his duties seriously, he was extremely cruel to those poor younglings who were executed after the Evil May Day riots,’ Uncle William recalled. Katheryn’s ears pricked up at this. Her father, cruel? She could not believe it. They had got it wrong, surely.

‘He was probably doing his best to impress the King!’ Aunt Margaret observed.

‘If he was, my love, he couldn’t sustain the effort. He was back in the Star Chamber a year or so later, to be judged by his Grace himself for inciting riots. He had to kneel and beg for mercy. It was thanks to his father that he got a royal pardon; the others accused with him weren’t so lucky.’

‘He’s a turbulent, reckless man, and thinks himself above the law.’

‘My Grandfather Leigh had his measure,’ Isabel said, head bent over her sewing. ‘He ensured that Lord Edmund could not contest his will.’

‘Your Grandmother Leigh was unhappy about Joyce marrying him,’ Aunt Margaret revealed. ‘She tried to protect Joyce’s inheritance, but he squandered it all and ended up in hiding to avoid being sent to debtors’ prison. There was scarcely any meat and drink for the children! Do you remember him sending poor Joyce to seek the Cardinal’s help? She was a saint, my sister, to put up with him.’

Katheryn listened, dumbstruck. Bending over the skittles, praying her cousins would not see her cheeks flaming in shame, she realised why her father had once mysteriously gone away for a long time.

The adults fell silent, and the only sound in the room was the wooden ball hitting the skittles.

‘Well, I must get the servants to clear the table,’ Aunt Margaret said, rising to her feet. Katheryn watched her go, in some distress at what she had heard. She had not understood it all, but had gathered enough to know that her kind relatives thought her father a wastrel, and stupid into the bargain. Worse still, perhaps they were right.
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